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Ode to a Gym Teacher: 
The Music of the Women’s Music Movement 
 
In the wake of the social and political movements that defined the 1960s, the women’s 
music movement emerged as a means to cultivate a community of young, lesbian musicians who 
saw themselves as equal to their straight, male counterparts, but were unwilling to compromise 
their musical integrity in order to perform on major labels. The movement was created in parallel 
to second-wave feminism, the gay liberation and women’s liberation movements, and of course, 
the civil rights movement. Each of these movements sought justice and equality for all, but often 
elevated specific demographics in the process. As a result, lesbians found themselves seeking 
another outlet. The women’s music movement gave lesbians the opportunity to celebrate their 
stories. Lesbians benefited from the community that was created by concerts, music festivals, 
and workshops with women’s music artists. 
Within this cultural movement were musicians Margie Adam, Meg Christian, Alix 
Dobkin, Kay Gardner, Holly Near, Linda Tillery, Mary Watkins, and Cris Williamson. Together 
they created a soundtrack for lesbians throughout the 1970s. The music of the movement was 
complex and intimate, but spoke to a universal audience. There were no limitations because there 
were no expectations. Women’s music artists were free to explore various styles and genres. 
Some women were folk singer-songwriters, while others were classically trained musicians and 
composers. Their experiences were eclectic, and often encompassed other social and political 
causes of the decade. While the majority of these songs dealt with the topic of sexual identity, 
some were anti-war anthems, while others explored non-western cultures and the medicinal 
power of music.  
As these artists began to record albums and perform throughout the country, a grassroots 
network formed to support women’s music. Independent labels were formed, as well as 
distribution and marketing teams. Musicians began to collaborate on each other’s albums, and 
some toured with one another. Coffee shops, bookstores, and universities hosted their 
performances and created women-only spaces. Music festivals such as the Michigan Womyn’s 
Music Festival and the National Women’s Music Festival became major social gatherings for 
women-identified-women. Publications such as ​Musica​, ​Paid My Dues​, and ​Hotwire​ promoted 
women’s music artists through articles, advertisements for upcoming performances and album 
releases, and the publication of song lyrics and sheet music.  
The cultural and social impact of the women’s music movement can be seen in the 
creation of women-led media and production companies, jobs created within the music industry, 
and other women-only spaces. One of the best examples of the communal spirit of the women’s 
music movement is found in the pages of ​Musica​. This short-lived magazine ran from 1974 until 
1977, but it helped establish a core following for women’s music and spread the word of concert 
events, albums, and other periodicals. In the third issue, ​Musica​ provides a schedule of 
singer-songwriter Casse Culver’s U.S. tour, listing tentative dates set from July to September of 
that year. On the next page there is a request from Culver, asking for assistance in booking 
shows throughout the tour. She explains her need for hosts for these events, and requests that a 
small donation be collected for expenses. Culver even offers to return 20% of the proceeds from 
these concerts to local feminist projects in the area she is visiting. Culver finishes by listing 
contact information for anyone who is interested in booking her, gigging with her, or just 
offering some feedback. Culver’s statement perfectly embodied the attitude of musicians and 
other participants in the women’s music movement. The sense of pride in collaboration, the 
profound notion of sacrifice, and reciprocity she expresses are all tenants of this movement. In 
the spring of 1976, the fifth issue of ​Musica ​featured Casse Culver’s new release on the front 
page. In commenting on the new album, the editors explain that the tape features eight songs that 
were popularized by her concert tour around the U.S.  
In addition to publications offering lesbians a sense of community within the pages of a 
magazine or women’s music catalogue, an actual community was being formed through 
independent record labels and the creation of jobs for the distribution, marketing, engineering, 
and production of women’s music. These labels included Alix Dobkin’s Women’s Wax Works, 
Holly Near’s Redwood Records, Margie Adam’s label, Pleiades Records, and Olivia Records. 
Olivia quickly became a powerhouse in the women’s music industry, and by 1983, the reputation 
of its artists had reached audiences and critics beyond the niche market. On November 4, 1983, 
The New York Times ​published an article praising Olivia’s success. Stephen Holden boasted,  
One of the record industry’s most solid success stories of the last decade has been 
the flourishing of Olivia Records, the small independent label based in Oakland, 
California. Last year, Olivia, which is owned and operated entirely by women for 
women artists, celebrated its 10​th​ anniversary at Carnegie Hall...Olivia is the 
largest and most successful among the several small record companies that make 
and market what has been labeled “women’s music,” a highly romantic extension 
of the confessional singer-songwriter genre whose pioneers included Joan Baez, 
Judy Collins, Joni Mitchell and Laura Nyro.​1  
 
Olivia Records was founded in January of 1973. The idea for a women-run independent 
record label was born from an article in The Furies monthly newsletter. The article, 
entitled, “Building Feminist Institutions,” advocated for feminist entrepreneurship. The 
staff, composed of women who had once been relegated to roles as receptionists and 
clerks at larger labels, were forced to adapt to their new positions as engineers and 
producers. By 1977, Olivia Records had produced eight albums and sold more than 
150,000 records. Other labels, such as Alix Dobkin’s Women’s Wax Works, saw mild 
success. It was on the Women’s Wax Works label that the first by-and-for lesbians 
1 Stephen Holden, “Pop/Jazz: Olivia Records is a Success in ‘Women’s Music,’” ​The New York Times ​(November 4, 
1983): 1. 
album,  ​Lavender Jane Loves Women, ​was produced. Both Women’s Wax Works and 
Pleiades Records were established by the artists who solely recorded on them. However, 
Olivia and Holly Near’s Redwood Records were able to branch out beyond the original 
artists who had created them, which led to a higher production volume and more jobs in 
the industry for women. 
As women’s music began to establish a core audience, concert events, music festivals, 
and workshops became a part of the social fabric of lesbian culture in the 1970s. Concerts were 
often hosted in small venues such as coffee shops and university student unions, thus offering an 
intimate experience with the artist. Some artists developed workshops in tandem with their 
concerts, typically performing one day and presenting the workshop the following day. Alix 
Dobkin, an outspoken lesbian separatist, was one of the artists who presented these workshops. 
Dobkin was a firm believer in women-only spaces. Her presentations were on various topics, 
including the representation of women in the media. Music festivals such as the Michigan 
Womyn’s Music Festival and National Women’s Music Festival were held annually and allowed 
fans of women’s music to come together and share their passion with others. Here they were able 
to be out without fear of repercussions. They experienced the music of the movement, as well as 
community through workshops, and, in some cases, volunteer service. At MichFest, each 
attendee was required to volunteer a certain number of service hours to the event. The purpose 
was not only to assist with expenses, but also to establish a sense of ownership in the production 
of this festival by everyone in attendance.  
In 1974, Meg Christian recorded the clever personal narrative, “Ode to a Gym Teacher.” 
The song, which depicts a young girl lusting after her favorite teacher, became a crowd favorite. 
In concerts, Christian spoke about the significance of this relationship in the lives of young 
lesbians. In a live concert recording at the Full Moon Coffeehouse in San Francisco, she jests,  
I think it is high time that somebody wrote a song about this woman, because this 
woman has had I think one of the most important roles in the molding of young 
women’s minds of any group of women, except maybe the camp counselor.​2 
 
Christian’s introduction demonstrates the playful rapport she fostered with her audience, as well 
as the safe space she created for them to reconcile with similar experiences in their lives. “Ode to 
a Gym Teacher” begins with a musical quote from “Take Me Out to the Ballgame,” a whimsical 
introduction that illuminates the subject matter about to unfold. The quote is from the final line 
of the refrain, “for its one, two, three strikes you’re out at the old ball game.”​3​ ​While the music 
seems to reflect Christian’s sense of humor about this childhood infatuation, the lyrics suggest 
something more ominous, referring to striking out in love, as the object of her desire does not 
return her affection. Another humorous musical quote takes place at the end of each chorus when 
Christian sings, “and though graduation meant that we had to part,” setting it to the “Funeral 
March” of Chopin’s Sonata No. 2.​ ​Christian takes a comical approach to the subject of same-sex 
love, appropriating the traditionally heteronormative narrative of teacher-student affection to a 
homosexual storyline. “Ode to a Gym Teacher” is not simply a comical love letter to a former 
crush. It also validates the feelings of many young lesbians toward a female teacher or other 
authority figure. This, as with many of the songs performed by these women, created a safe 
space for women to admit their desires and rest assured that others had similar experiences. 
As with Christian, many of the women’s music artists sought to bring women together 
through their concerts. In 1977, Margie Adam embarked upon a fifty-city tour to promote her 
debut album, ​Margie Adam. Songwriter. ​The final show took place at the National Women’s 
2 Meg Christian, “Ode to a Gym Teacher,” ​I Know You Know, ​Olivia Records LF902, 1974, LP. 
3 Jack Norworth, “Take Me Out to the Ball Game” (New York: York Music Company, 1908). 
Conference in Houston, where Adam performed her powerful anthem, “We Shall Go Forth!” to a 
crowd of 10,000 women.​4​ The lyrics of “We Shall Go Forth!” capture the dynamism and 
momentum of the women’s movement as it worked toward ratification of the ERA and fighting 
against the Family Protection Act, as well as supporting the causes of upholding affirmative 
action and the Voting Rights Act.​5​ In an interview shortly before the recording, Adam explained, 
“‘We Shall Go Forth!’ is a way of capturing that kind of energy and determination concretely.”​6 
While this piece does not share many musical similarities with protest songs like Dylan’s “The 
Times They Are A Changin’” or “We Shall Overcome,” it does reflect the camaraderie and 
unification around a common goal that these pieces were meant to create.​7​ Musically, “We Shall 
Go Forth!” is analogous to the complex civil rights anthems of Nina Simone. The arrangement is 
for piano and chorus, but there is also an opportunity for audience participation. During live 
performances, Adam would invite the audience to join in the final phrase, “we shall go forth.” 
Adam has described the connection with her audience as one of the most important aspects of her 
performance. She explained, 
In an audience-performance situation, which is filled with humor, which is filled 
with love, which is filled with real hopefulness. You put a combination of all that 
stuff together and then you stir in a sense of community building, which always 
4 Stacy Trevenon, “Margie Adam returns,” ​Half Moon Bay Review ​(February 27, 2002), n.p. 
5 The Family Protection Act was presented to the House on January 5, 1981. Title V states that the proposed bill, 
“​Prohibits the expenditure of Federal funds to any organization which presents male or female homosexuality as an 
acceptable alternative life style [sic] or which suggests that it can be an acceptable life style [sic]. Amends the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 to provide that any action taken by an employer against a homosexual shall not be considered an 
unlawful employment practice. Prohibits any instrumentality of the Federal Government from seeking to enforce 
nondiscrimination with respect to homosexuals.” 
6 Clara Kern, “An Interview with Margie Adam,” ​The American Women Making History and Culture: 1963-1982 
(May 1981), 23:04-23:13. 
7 Noah Adams, “The Inspiring Force of ‘We Shall Overcome’,” ​All Things Considered: National Public Radio 
(August 28, 2013), accessed September 19, 2017, 
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Overcome” as a contemporary protest song of the 1960s is a bit reductive. “We Shall Overcome” began as a slave 
work song with the lyrics “I’ll be alright someday.” Charles Albert Tindley published it in 1901 with the title “I’ll 
Overcome Someday.” Its first political use was in 1945 during a tobacco strike, and it later became the anthem of 
the civil rights movement when Joan Baez performed the piece on August 29​th​, 1963 at the culmination of the March 
on Washington. 
happens when an audience not only starts to identify with the artist onstage but 
also with itself. When an audience sits there and goes, “I’m not the only one 
who’s feeling this. I get a sense that other people are having the same reaction to 
this woman on the stage.”  When an audience member starts to feel like he or she 
is not the only one, then you start making contact, connections, like a psychic 
thing, a connection with other audience members. I can hear that onstage. There’s 
a point at which, it’s almost as if the audience starts to breathe as one…Part of my 
work, part of what drives me crazy and keeps me sane is that wonderful 
connection that happens, not only when I connect with the audience, but when the 
audience connects with me…When we get a circle going, the kind of empowering 
that goes on in that room ends up going way beyond the concert.​8  
 
As with other songs by Adam, “We Shall Go Forth!” was a vehicle for collaboration between 
audience and artist. 
While certain songs are meant to unify and heal, others are written to amplify the voices 
of the oppressed and express disdain over injustice. This is the case with the provocative piece 
“Don’t Pray for Me.” In 1977, the former beauty queen Anita Bryant had begun a crusade 
against homosexuality. Bryant’s condemnation of homosexuality began at the height of her 
career as a spokeswoman for Florida Orange Juice. Her celebrity status granted Bryant a 
platform from which to spew her anti-gay rhetoric, and promote her organization, Save Our 
Children. By 1977, the gay community had had enough. In addition to organizing protests and 
publishing articles warning against her inflammatory language, the musicians of the women’s 
music movement chose to use their art to convey a strong message to Bryant. The result was the 
album ​Lesbian Concentrate: A Lesbianthology of Songs and Poems​. The album was released in 
1977 on Olivia Records. Articles in feminist and lesbian magazines promoted the album release, 
with advertisements reading, “We’ve had it with your brand, Anita.” “Don’t Pray for Me” 
blatantly singles out the pious orange-juice queen. The piece was composed by Mary Watkins 
and recorded by Linda Tillery. Tillery’s performance is gripping. It is energetic and fierce. ​The 
8 Clara Kern, “An Interview with Margie Adam,” ​The American Women Making History and Culture: 1963-1982 
(May 1981), 7:13-8:52. 
message is clear and the lyrics are biting. The music personifies the sassy snark and 
tongue-in-cheek wit of the text. This song embodies the anger and frustration felt by lesbians 
against oppressors such as Bryant. In the second verse, Tillery sings, “How many people need to 
suffer/To pay for your own guilt and lack of faith/Use the word to get your head free/Not as a 
way to oppress me.”​9​ This passionate sentiment continues into the chorus as she demands, “Don't 
pray for me proper lady/Pray for the truth your money can't buy/Don't pray for me you bitter 
woman/The happy slave is a lie.”​10  
As mentioned previously, one faction of the women’s music movement was lesbian 
separatism. Many spaces became women-only, including concerts and music festivals. 
Singer-songwriter Alix Dobkin was particularly drawn to the idea of the political lesbian, which 
proposed lesbianism as a means to separate women from men rather than to engage in romantic 
relationships with other women. Coming out of this radical concept is Dobkin’s “View From 
Gay Head.” This piece is a beautiful example of the women’s music movement shaping the 
conversation of female independence and lesbian separatism. The lyrics of this piece personify 
Dobkin’s separatist identity, giving several examples of the hope for a community devoid of 
men. The chorus summarizes this radical perspective as Dobkin sings, “Lesbian, lesbian/Any 
woman can be a lesbian.”​11​ In the liner notes, the vocal chorus is labeled “The Great Matriarchal 
Reunion.” In an article for ​Dyke, A Quarterly​, Liza Cowan writes, 
View From Gay​ head is the first Dyke separatist song I ever heard. It chronicles 
the events and ideas that led us to be separatists. Smokey and Mary used to talk 
about men being ‘them’ and the women ‘us,’ not all human beings. I was really 
upset at having to look through all the books by men in the library. Carol Hardin, 
our neighbor and my partner for ​Cowrie​ (a Lesbian magazine) spoke of pacifying 
9 Mary Watkins, “Don’t Pray for Me,” ​Lesbian Concentrate: A Lesbianthology of Songs and Poems​, Olivia Records 
LF915, 1977, LP. 
10 Mary Watkins, “Don’t Pray for Me,” ​Lesbian Concentrate: A Lesbianthology of Songs and Poems​, Olivia Records 
LF915, 1977, LP. 
11 Alix Dobkin, Kay Gardner, and Pat Moschetta, “View From Gay Head,” 1973. 
men with pretty smiles, and Louise Fishman had just finished her electrifying 
series of paintings: ​Angry Djuna, Angry Radclyffe Hall, Angry Alix, Angry 
Harmony, Angry Judy, Angry Billie, Angry Sarah, Angry Bertha​, et. al. Alix took 
all our thoughts and turned them into a song so Dykes all over the world could 
share the ideas with us.​12 
 
 Dobkin explores the concepts of lesbian feminism, radical feminism, and political 
lesbianism through this song. Both lesbian and radical feminism are derivations of modern 
feminism and the women’s liberation movement. Lesbian feminists were born out of the radical 
feminist argument that lesbians could potentially be silenced in women’s organizations, and that 
political lesbianism was a logical choice for women whose identity was largely based on their 
existence as women and abhorrence to a traditional heterosexual lifestyle.​13​ Therefore, the refrain 
“any woman can be a lesbian” is Dobkin’s political call to action, rather than a radical definition 
of the nature of sexuality.  
Through their music, activism, and social gatherings, the women’s music movement 
shaped the lives of many lesbians throughout the 1970s. The women of this movement brought 
their individual perspectives and musical backgrounds to their art, but the stories they shared 
were universal. Women, and especially, lesbians, gathered in these safe spaces to hear their 
stories being told by women who looked and lived like them. This movement created 
camaraderie amongst the lesbian community. It blossomed into multi-generational careers, with 
artists Melissa Etheridge, Tracy Chapman, the Indigo Girls, Mary Lambert, Sara and Tegan, and 
others building from the foundation formed by the founding mothers of the women’s music 
movement. 
12 Liza Cowan, “Review: Lavender Jane Loves Women,” ​Dyke, A Quarterly​ no. 2 (1976): 26-27. 
13 Macey, “Lesbian Feminism,” 226. 
